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Author’s Note

 

Greetings, Dear Reader, and welcome to my little corner of the literary world. The stories in this volume originally appeared, some in somewhat different form, in the following publications: 

 

Inside Knowledge - Dime Show Review, Winter 2020

A Litany of Rumination - In Parentheses, Winter 2020

Grimy Escapes Salvation - Fiction Week Literary Review, Winter 2022

The Last Lost Eye - Literally Stories, Fall 2019

The Wrong Name - Czykmate Productions, Winter 2019

When the Tabloids Ate My Best Friend - Literally Stories, Winter 2021

Created Image - Literally Stories, Summer 2022

A Matter of Character - In Parentheses, Summer 2021

Stone Cottage - Hive Avenue Literary Review, Summer 2022

Singing the Tell - Longshot Island, Summer 2021

To Keep the Wound Green - Literally Stories, Spring 2021

Rapturous - Literally Stories, Summer 2021

The Fall Guy - Literally Stories, Summer 2021

No Good Deed - Literally Stories, Winter 2022

Return to Nowhere - Bridge Eight, Winter 2022

The Bones of Henry Thomas - Liquid Imagination, Fall 2021

For Love of a Three-Legged Horse - Literally Stories, Summer 2022

A Trinket for Madge - Sheepshead Review, Winter 2022

Doubles - Book of Matches, Spring 2023

Embracing Your Evil Twin - Literally Stories, Spring 2023

Red Sea Holiday - NonBinary Review, Summer 2023

 

I wish to extend my grateful thanks to the editors of these journals and reviews. Without them, short stories would have gone extinct long ago. 




A special note on two of the stories contained within these humble pages: Singing the Tell was nominated for a 2022 Pushcart Prize. Also… there is a secret message contained in the section breaks of the story Created Image. Those versed in the language of machines may enjoy cracking the code.

 

And to the nuts and bolts of spelling: Most of these stories use American English spelling. For those tales set on the other side of the pond, look for the British spelling. I ask the reader’s indulgence, if not forgiveness.

 

One small request: If you enjoy what you find between these pages, please tell another reader. A recommendation from a fellow reader is the finest gift an author can receive. Thank you so very much. Happy reading!

 

Marco Etheridge

July 2023

Vienna, Austria


































For Robert Riley, Jr.

 

Because he gets all the jokes








INSIDE KNOWLEDGE





PAULETTE JONES, NEE Williams, sat on an empty bench facing the Willamette River together with a coffee fast going cold, her recent widowhood, and an overwhelming sense of the blatant callousness of the world. The sun was bright in the spring sky, a rarity in Portland, and the riverside promenade was bustling with giddy sun worshipers. Runners passed in front of her bench, women aired their tiny offspring in designer strollers, and hipsters piloted refurbished cast-off bicycles. A knot of feral kids sprawled on the grass nearby, casting off pungent clouds of ganga. She ignored them all.


The blue sky weighed down upon her until it oppressed every fiber of her being. Rain, my god, is that too much to ask for? Paulette implored the Pacific Ocean to yield its familiar bounty of massive grey clouds, a maelstrom of rain that would wash all these happy people away to whatever hell they belonged in. But the sky remained stubbornly and shiningly benign. Frustration, propelled by grief, rose to her throat.


“It’s not fucking fair!”


The sudden shout caused a spandex-clad woman to veer her course away from the crazy woman on the bench. The feral kids giggled and one shouted approval.


“You tell ‘em, Sister.”


Paulette sank back into herself and sipped the cold coffee gone bitter as her life. The shock of widowhood was fresh and raw. A mere thirty days past, she had been a blissfully happy woman, married to a happy man. All of that was shattered by a calm measured voice on the other end of a telephone: Mrs. Jones, I’m afraid there’s been an accident. 




* * *





The witnesses said it was freakish, a slow-motion ballet of misfortune. A crosswalk, a speeding bicycle, Tyler trying to dodge the cyclist, his feet tangling, falling into oncoming traffic, the fatal blow to his beautiful head. Her husband lay dead on a downtown Portland street and the shards of her life lay with him.


The families appeared, hers and his, stricken with grief, well-meaning to a fault, and unavoidably present. They set about making what they referred to as the arrangements. Paulette thought it a horrible word devoid of meaning, a palliative that did nothing to defang her snarling loss. She learned that death was not willing to be arranged, like so many hellish black flowers.


She and Tyler had formed no plan for this, no contingency for the randomly fatal. That was another glaring injustice: They were good at planning life, their best plans laid in bed after they had laid themselves. Tangled in each other and the twisted sheets, theirs was a future where nothing was beyond reach. They mapped out how to save for a house, when they should have kids—in two years, after she got her promotion—and how to keep the old car running. Paulette stroked Tyler’s chest, feeling his voice through her fingertips as he described the holiday they would take on a Tuscan farm. There was no contingency for sudden death at thirty-one, with only five years of marriage gone by.


Her employer gave her a bereavement furlough, telling her to take as much time as she needed. Paulette heard another message lurking beneath his words: Stay away until it’s safe for the rest of us. Tyler’s death cloaked her in a shroud of grief complete with jagged wings that cut like razors. People sensed the blackness of her loss and the danger of her cutting shroud. It made them skittish and nervous, and they offered compassion from a safe distance.


The memorials were completed, and Tyler’s mortal remains burnt to ash. The large circle of mourning shrank to a perpetually on-call cadre of parents and siblings. Whenever she could, Paulette donned her sharp-winged cloak and fled the confinement of familial sympathy. She sought anonymity in crowds, streetcars, or a lonely park bench on the river.




* * *





Sunlight gleamed on the wide mirror of the Willamette and Paulette hated the brightness of it. She wanted clouds and gloom, not springtime and renewal. But above all else she wanted answers. What exactly do I do now? Do I wear black for the rest of my life? Am I supposed to get drunk every night, have random sex with a series of anonymous men? Will that fill the gaping hole? The river flowed past, bright with sunshine, and did not answer.


There was a sudden soft rustle of cloth and her bench shifted under the weight of another. Paulette turned to protest this invasion of her angry privacy. She flared her sharp wings, ready to ward off any bag lady, feral kid, or derelict looking for an easy handout. The person she saw was none of those things.


A strange man sat at the far end of their now shared bench. His torso was half-twisted to face her, hands folded over the lap of an impeccable Edwardian suit. The dark grey tweed of his suitcoat fell to shadowed pools around his thighs. A waistcoat of the same tweed rose over his torso, ending in a vee that exposed a perfectly knotted black tie. The silver thread of a watch chain adorned the front of the vest. A matching bowler hat partially covered the stranger’s silver hair. 


The face that looked out at her from beneath the hat was that of a sixty-year-old gentleman, expressionless and patient. Paulette tried to speak, but her protest died stillborn. It was not the cut of the suit, or the strange hat, or the sudden appearance that arrested her speech; it was those eyes. The eyes that pierced hers were ancient and predatory. His calm stare froze Paulette’s words in her half-opened mouth. 


“Good afternoon, Paulette. May I call you Paulette?”


Paulette knew without asking that she had never in her life laid eyes on this man. She would remember those eyes if nothing else. They held her in place, speechless, a butterfly pinned to a specimen board.


“I will take that as a yes, then. I thought we might have a few words in private if you have no objection.”


The tweed-suited man raised a hand beside his bowler hat, index and middle finger extended. The fingers executed a short, sharp twirl, just one, and the world was muted in a shimmering silence. It was as if the bench and its two occupants were encased in a bubble. Paulette caught the faintest tang of ozone, the smell of summer rain on hot asphalt. Everything and everyone outside the confines of the sphere appeared hazy and slow. Inside the invisible walls, every detail was etched painfully clear. 


Fear pulsed through Paulette, urging her to act. Her hand slipped into the bag beside her, trembling fingers closing over a small steel cylinder.


“I would caution you against that.”


Paulette found her words as her hidden finger found the plastic trigger.


“Caution me against what?”


“That pepper spray you are fingering in your handbag. It will not have any effect on me, but I cannot say the same for you. The dome will contain it, you see. The results may be unpleasant.”


“The dome?”


“Yes, the dome; that which surrounds us. Did I not say I wished for a few words in private? A public bench in a public park requires some modification, don’t you agree?”


Paulette removed her hand from her purse and turned to face the strange man. Her mind fought to make sense of what was happening and failed, while her heart told her that what she was seeing was not of her world. As a grown woman, Paulette had entertained only the vaguest notion of a humanistic deity. Tyler’s death had snatched away the last tattered remnants of any religious faith she might have had. Now something otherworldly was invading the void of her disbelief. Her fear faded away, replaced by the resolve of someone with nothing left to lose. 


When her voice came, it was angry and hard.


“Who are you? Or what are you? What the hell do you want with me and how do you know my name?”


The voice that answered Paulette was cordial, business-like, and, while not unkind, it was certainly devoid of warmth.


“Who and what I am are the same, and the answer is not something you could comprehend. I do not mean that as an insult; it is simply so. I do not wish anything with you, as you say, or from you for that matter. Knowing your name is important because humans react very strongly to a stranger who knows their name. A bit of a shock, you know; saves time.”


The stranger’s words resounded in her ears. Her conscious mind rebelled at the obvious intent and shied away like a nervous colt. Another voice spoke from inside her; calm, strong, it pushed doubt aside. Whatever might happen, it couldn't be worse than the solicitude of her mother and sister in an apartment dead and stripped of Tyler.


“You’re not human, are you?”


The handsome face under the bowler remained impassive.


“No, Paulette, I am not human. Nor, to answer your next three questions, am I an angel, a demon, or a space alien.”


Paulette nodded her head and waved a hand at the shimmering sphere surrounding them.


“And you’ve done this sort of thing before, taking people prisoner like this?”


The man before her, for she could still only think of him as a man, blew out a small sigh.


“Let me put it in a nutshell for you, shall I? You are not a prisoner. Following our brief conversation, you will be free to stay or go, as you wish. When I said you would be unable to comprehend what I am, I spoke the truth. I always speak the truth, by the way; I have no choice in the matter. If I chose to impart the long explanation to you, spring would pass to summer, and summer to autumn, and we two still sitting on this bench.”


The man paused, waiting for a response, but Paulette remained silent. Let’s see what you have to say, you suave bastard. He nodded his head as if her thought had been spoken aloud.


“Very well then, I am here to offer you a choice, a choice that may answer some of your questions.”


“What, you’re going to offer me a ride on your spaceship?”


The chiseled face showed only the slightest exasperation.


“Humans are so entirely predictable. I have already informed you that I am not a space alien. Ipso facto, I do not have a spaceship. I am offering you a choice that may fill the gaping hole, and thus answer the question of whether you dress in mourning for the rest of your days. And don’t pretend shock when you hear your own words; it is a waste of time.”


Paulette felt an icy spasm of fear push away her anger. She fought it down and asked the obvious question.


“What is the choice?”


The man nodded once as if settling into business at last.


“You are braver than most, I will grant you that. The choice that I offer you is this: If you wish to know, I will tell you the time and manner of your own death. You are free to accept or refuse this choice, a simple yes or no. The choice is, of course, irrevocable. It is also a decision not to be taken lightly. There can be all manner of consequences.”


Her brain tried to grasp the possibilities and failed. This was absurd, all of it. Reason said he was lying, but her heart spoke otherwise.


“How do I know you can do what you say, or that what you tell me will be true?”


“Your mind does not know and thus doubts, but your heart believes. Is that not enough? If you choose to know the hour of your death, it will come to pass exactly as I say it to you.”


“You say that there are consequences. If I choose yes, what will happen to me?”


“That I cannot say. More precisely, that is something I am not allowed to say. I will bend the rules, but only slightly. Knowledge without wisdom is a dangerous gift. One human may benefit from the knowledge while another is brought to ruin. Some who know when death will call may fall into madness. They become desperate to fill their allotted hours and thus poison the time that they have. I have seen others who lived far richer lives by knowing when they would end. More I cannot say.”


Paulette turned from the stranger and sought to look beyond, to the sun on the river, Mount Hood on the far horizon. She saw none of these; only the hazy shimmering walls of the sphere that defined a space far too small and intimate. There would be no escape except by her choice. It was as certain as knowing her name. Sure, and what is my name now? I don’t even know that. Am I still Paulette Jones, or the Widow Jones, or do I go back to being a Williams? How can I make life-and-death choices when I can’t even choose a last name?


What do I do? Wouldn’t it be better to know, to just be done with it all? I’ll hear the judge pronounce my sentence: the defendant is hereby sentenced to six more years of life. Or worse, sixty more years of life; six lonely decades without my beautiful Tyler. The crazy Widow Jones, falling apart bit by bit as the years pass. Her heart was empty and cold, swept bare by death’s midnight wind. And then, in that coldest place, she felt the faintest touch of warmth.


Paulette heard Tyler’s voice, saw him standing in a shaft of sunlight that poured through the funky old window in their apartment. He was waving his arms and the swirl of his sunlit limbs sent dust motes dancing in the bright beam. He spoke again and she heard him, knew it was him. His words came as only Tyler could utter them, a flood of excited energy and urging. 


Paulette, what are you doing? This is crazy! Don’t listen to this smooth bastard. Tell him to go to hell and then get the fuck out of there. Life is a mystery; didn’t we always say that? We loved the craziness of it, the not knowing. The unknown was the spice of our lives, and it will still be the spice of your life. Think about how madly in love we were when we first met. Then it just got deeper, wilder, and more complex, and we always called that the most amazing mystery of all. Paulette, my beautiful wife, don’t do it. Say no. You don’t want to spoil the show!


And then he was gone. The sunlight through the window, Tyler waving his arms, Tyler’s loving voice; all of it gone in an instant, yet there remained an echo of his words. 


The stranger still sat on the bench, unchanged and impassive. His face was that of a sphinx which could outwait the centuries. Paulette blinked in surprise as if waked from a dream, but her doubts had vanished, and her fears with them. When she spoke, her voice did not waver.


“I don’t know who you are or what you are, and I don’t know whether I should scream at you or thank you. I may figure that out eventually, but by then I don’t suppose it will matter. I’ve made my choice. I don’t want to know anything more, not about my life and not about my death. I reject your offer.”


The stranger nodded his head, only once, and the faintest trace of a smile crossed his face and then vanished. His manicured hands moved to the knees of his creased tweed trousers as he leaned closer.


“I cannot say with certainty, for it is not in my power to do so, but I believe that you have made a wise decision.”


With those words, he rose from the bench and the shimmering barrier rose as well and dissipated into the budding branches above. The brightness of spring returned and with it the muted sounds of the city beyond the riverside park. The stranger turned away from her, hesitated, then turned back to face her. He was smiling now and his eyes, shadowed by the brim of his hat, were quick and bright. 


“Paulette, with your permission, might I add one small comment?”


Paulette nodded her assent.


“Sure, why not.”


“I don’t believe that black is your best color.”


Without waiting for a reply, the stranger strode away from the bench and did not look back. Paulette watched his receding figure until the tweed suit and bowler hat dissolved into a nebula that wafted away on the warm spring breeze.


Paulette Jones looked out past the riverside promenade, past the parade of sun worshipers, past the sun gleaming on the rippled surface of the river. She leaned back on the bench, alone with a cold coffee and an overpowering sense of the mystery of the world.








A LITANY OF RUMINATION




YOU MAKE an insignificant decision right after lunch, and by bedtime, watching your toothbrush slosh up and down in the bathroom mirror, you’ve forgotten all about it. A year passes, perhaps two. You awaken one sunny morning to find your life altered irrevocably and yet have only the foggiest remembrance of the yes or no that changed everything. The reason you don’t see the change sneaking up on you is because you’re not me. I remember every mistake I’ve ever made, even the very small ones, especially the very small ones.


The receptionist calls me Mister Wagner. With a voice that is beyond sultry, she informs me Doctor Bellman will see me now. I nod and watch the toes of my shoes as I walk past her desk, remembering how horribly I messed up the last time I tried to talk to her.


The Doctor calls me Kyle, and I call him Doctor Bellman. We are engaged in cognitive behavioral therapy, or at least he is. The therapy is supposed to help me become more aware of my negative thinking. Doctor Bellman says that if I learn to view challenging situations in a new way, I will be able to respond more effectively. What I don’t tell Bellman is that the more I examine my negative thinking, the deeper I sink. The deeper I sink, the more I remember.


* * * 



A bonfire illuminates a wide circle on a sandy beach. The beach slopes away into darkness to the water lapping the shore of Lake Huron. A circle of teenagers rings the heat line of the bonfire, maybe thirty kids all told. One kid stands just outside the circle, hoping for an invitation, or at least a social wedge to drive between the two pretty girls in front of him. That kid is me.


I edge in another half-step, but instead of making room, the girls turn on me like feline predators, all silk and fang.


— Do you want to stand here? Is that why you’re creeping around behind us?


It’s the taller one, the cuter one, but she’s not cute now, and her words are not an invitation. They ring out across the circle like it’s a theater in the round, cutting through the haze of beer and bud. Everyone is looking at me and laughing, even the kid who invited me and now has to cover his regret.


There was only one thing to do, and I did it, turning without a word, running fast and hard up that dark beach. I trip over an invisible driftwood log and land face-first in the sand. Twenty-two years ago, and I can still taste that grit in my mouth.


* * * 



I carry thousands of mistakes like that, each one etched in my memory. What I’ve learned is that most people have a copy of the secret rulebook. They have the book, and I don’t, so they know the rules that I have never seen.


Learning the rules without owning the book is like being an ornithologist on one of those nature shows. The scientists observe the birds from the hidden safety of the blind, taking pictures and making careful notes. Based on their observations, they try to figure out why birds do what they do. Sometimes I know what people are going to do, but I never know why.


Probably the best example I can give you is Lizzie. Liz was my girlfriend for over a year. She still is, I guess, except for the sex part. Not much else has changed.


Her favorite pastime is diagnosing mental illnesses based on information she gleans from the internet. She maintains a keen interest in my issues, as she calls them, while carefully ignoring her own. In Lizzie’s case, that is a lot of ignoring. There’s a clinical word for how she sidesteps her own stuff, but if I use it, she punches me. Lizzie hits hard, and not just for a girl.


Lizzie introduces me as a compulsive, or as her compulsive, as if I were both a separate species and a pet. The way she says it makes me sound like a garden-variety doorknob toucher or hand washer, which I’m not. I’ve explained to her a thousand times that I’m a ruminator, but she just snorts and goes back to her websites.


When the sex thing was still going on, my life was even more complicated. During my sessions, Doctor Bellman prattled on about how I needed to recognize harmful patterns and identify negative thinking. Lizzie declared that Bellman was a quack and insisted I should try vitamin D drops or capsules of valerian root. Maybe the best idea would have been to send Lizzie to Bellman’s office and let the two of them fight it out, but I never had the nerve to suggest it.


It was about this time that I discovered the first tantalizing threads of a solution. The problem was a simple one. I needed to erase all the mistakes from my past; they were the real problem. It was a simple matter of altering the past so that my past did not haunt my present. That’s how I came up with the idea of the time machine.


I know you’re going to roll your eyes about the impossibility of time travel but wait. 


I’ve read all the tomes of time travel, from H.G. Wells to the Time Wars and everything in between. I studied the wrinkles, the alternatives, and the severing of time. I kept on reading until I made my first important discovery. 


It happened during one of my late-night marathons. There was a click in my brain, the sound of a puzzle piece falling into place. I remembered Jung’s Collective Unconscious, and everything became clear. For more than a century, people have been writing about time travel, different authors from all over the planet. They did not simply imagine it: There must be a way.


The realization that time travel was possible opened new avenues of investigation. I began to see the mistakes that had been made, the common dead ends that could be avoided or circumvented. 


Moving an object through time is tricky. Moving a human being through time is even trickier. Einstein showed us how to do it: You have to accelerate someone up to light speed and then shoot them through space. That’s not the sort of technology I could cook up in my bedroom. But what if you could move a person’s consciousness through time? The answer to that question formed the kernel of an idea, the seed of my own time machine.


There is a unifying thread that runs throughout the literature on time travel. It is both a warning and a trope: Altering the past can alter the future. For me, the warning was just another indication that moving through time is possible. Why bother warning the reader if there was no possibility of trouble? Besides, altering the future, my future, was the whole point. Who would want to end up like me?


I tried to talk to Lizzie about it. I persuaded her to read a few of my books, but that was a mistake. I remember her latching onto one story, a romance that sprawled across time. She dismissed the rest as silly and called me silly as well. She kept talking about it for the better part of a week, unable to let it go.


One rainy afternoon, we were trapped in my apartment. Lizzie droned on about the stupidity of time travel until I couldn’t take it anymore. I slipped my headphones on and turned up the volume. That is when I made my second important discovery.


Music has the power to transcend time. What if that power could be harnessed to move us through time? The idea took hold of me, and I began to see that it might work. 


I searched for music with a time travel theme, hoping to find some hidden clues. There is a cluster of songs from the seventies, all of them recorded before I was born. The number of time travel songs is large enough to form an anomalous spike on a graph line. I listened to those old songs over and over: Uriah Heep, Queen, Black Sabbath, Led Zeppelin. After two weeks, I realized that none of it worked. All I managed to do was exacerbate an already bad case of tinnitus. 


Then I stumbled onto Henryk Gorecki’s Symphony #3. The first movement held me in thrall, but it was the second movement that began to transport me. A soprano voice floated above the music, and though the words were sung in Polish, the vision was clear to me. I saw a young girl in a Gestapo cell, writing a message on the wall, a message to her parents whom she will never see again.


That was my first small step from theory to application. Music had moved my conscious mind through time. All I needed now was a method to control the when and where of my destination. Like so many other great discoveries, this one came about through a lucky accident. The agent of the accident was my stereo.


My stereo system is built around an old high-wattage amp and preamp that are several decades older than I am. The whole setup is big and clunky. There are heavy knobs made of billet aluminum and indicator gauges that glow in the dark. Tubes glow behind the bacon panels the darkness as electrons course through capacitors.


Many are the nights I have sat in the dark, watching those backlit needles jump from green to red, red to green, as the music pulsed through my headphones. By this time, I had moved on from Gorecki. My brain was filled with the heartbeat of Buddhist monks chanting ancient sutras. The sutras floated back through time, and I hoped that I could float with them. 


The basso chanting of the monks was interrupted by a static buzz, one of the stereo’s vintage connections going wonky again. Normally, I would power down the unit, wait for the tubes to discharge, then mess with the cables.


I sighed and rose from my chair without removing the headphones. When my groping fingers found the loose connection, two momentous things happened simultaneously. The chanted sutras thundered through my







































